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ter education that addresses key social studies goals such as respon-
sible citizenship, appreciation for diversity, and the promotion of
democratic values . Moreover, strong support for preservice teacher
preparation for character education seems apparent .

Although these results appear promising for those advocating
character education, this study reveals several problematic issues sur-
rounding character education . Social studies teacher educators do not
appear to be convinced of the moral crisis in society that character
education authors bemoan and there is division regarding the desir-
ability of didactic methods of character instruction, the use character
trait lists to guide programs, and the inclusion of abstinence-based
sex education. The controversy regarding these issues suggests po-
tential obstacles to widespread endorsement of character education
among social studies teacher educators . Furthermore, this controversy
reveals that the preparation that future social studies teachers receive
regarding character education is likely to be as diverse as the percep-
tions of these teacher educators . Given the finding that approximately
half of the interview participants do not use the term character educa-
tion in their classes, it is dubious to suggest that these educators are
truly supporting the same conception of character education .

As Leming (1997) noted, "The current character education move-
ment lacks either a theoretical perspective or a common core of prac-
tice" (p . 41). Although such a coherent theory is lacking, this study
does reveal that social studies teacher educators support many of the
assertions common in the character education literature . A more thor-
ough discussion of the apparent problematic issues surrounding char-
acter education should help to further illuminate the implications of
this study for social studies teacher educators .

Is There a Moral Crisis in Society?
It is unclear whether or not social studies teacher educators per-

ceive the moral decline described in the character education litera-
ture. Perhaps the effort by character education authors to portray youth
as morally corrupt is misguided and unnecessary . The stories of chil-
dren committing unspeakable crimes against others with no remorse
are indeed horrible and serve the purposes of gaining attention, being
persuasive, and developing a sense of urgency, but they are arguably
extreme examples of criminal behavior and hardly representative of
youth in general. The implication is that character education will pre-
vent these brutal acts from occurring by developing morality in such
children. It is a dubious expectation that widespread character educa-
tion will eliminate or severely curtail criminal behavior. However,
social studies teacher educators do appear to agree with character
education advocates that schools have an important responsibility for
teaching students the traits of good character. Character education
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may not prevent crime, but the school will always be a key agent in
the development of respectful and responsible citizens . Perhaps those
advocating character education should base their rationale on the
important and historic role of the school in character development
and avoid using extreme examples of immorality as a basis for teach-
ing character. It seems likely, given the goals mentioned by the inter-
view participants, that social studies teacher educators prefer to base
their rationale for character education on the former rather than the
latter .

Are Didactic Methods of Instruction Appropriate?
The controversy evident in the findings regarding the appropri-

ate amount and form of didactic instruction is understandable in that
instructional style is a contextual issue . This issue is a source of de-
bate among character education advocates as well (Lickona, 1998) .
My experience leads me to believe that social studies educators typi-
cally favor reflective discussion over didactic lectures . The context and
content of the lesson, as well as the age of the student, however, will
play an important role in a teacher's decision to use one technique
over another. For example, a teacher may wish to engage students in
a reflective discussion of the merits of courtesy and respect for others
when developing classroom rules . Nonetheless, a student who uses a
racial epithet or shoves his way to the front of a line is likely to receive
a stern lecture from the teacher about the meaning of respect and cour-
tesy. Similarly, social studies educators' support for expressions of
moral indignation are likely to depend on the content of the lesson . I
imagine that few would argue against expressing moral outrage at
the treatment of Jews in Nazi Germany, the treatment of African slaves
in the antebellum United States, or the bombing of the federal build-
ing in Oklahoma City. Likewise, I believe that many teachers would
be comfortable in their opposition to violence, drug abuse, cheating,
lying, vandalism, obscene language at school, theft, and similar ille-
gal or inappropriate activities . However, issues such as homosexual-
ity and abortion are unlikely to achieve such consensus . The age of
the students further compounds the question . Although the findings
did not suggest a difference in perceptions based on the grade level
specialties of teacher educators, it would be valuable to investigate
whether elementary teachers are more likely than secondary teachers
to view didactic instruction as appropriate . While generally not re-
jecting the notion of didactic instruction, social studies teacher educa-
tors appear to be cautious about its appropriateness . The character
education proponents who unabashedly advocate didactic instruction
(i .e ., Benninga & Wynne, 1998) are therefore unlikely to receive the
endorsement of many social studies teacher educators .
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Are Community-Developed Lists of Character Traits Useful?
The respondents of this study seem to recognize that, while it is

possible to generate a list of character traits, involve the community
and parents as partners, and potentially influence student behavior
by teaching those traits, such lists should not lead to a purely trait-
based inculcation program . One potential obstacle to the success of
character education, therefore, is the perception that school programs
are centered on inculcating character traits. The respondents appear
to perceive ambiguity in the recommendation that community-devel-
oped lists of traits guide character education programs . Perhaps this
is due to the concern that some programs may focus too heavily on
the traits and slight the importance of other factors such as teacher
role modeling, the school climate, and opportunities for students to
practice good character. This potential for superficial implementation
of character education should lead character education advocates to
redouble their efforts to promote comprehensive models of character
education that address all of the important aspects of character devel-
opment rather than a limited focus on trait lists . It seems that social
studies educators could inform this conception of character educa-
tion by promoting the notion of fostering civic competence for the
common good as a guiding principle . Character education centered
on civic virtue would involve specific civic dispositions, yet these traits
would be examined in the context of democratic citizenship rather
than adult exhortation. The support that social studies teacher educa-
tors seem to offer for the notion of character education could be put to
use to influence the direction of the character education movement
toward a conception based on key social studies goals .

Should Abstinence-Based Sex Education be an Element of Character
Education?

According to the results of this study, the issue of abstinence-
based sex education is perhaps the most problematic issue surround-
ing character education . Many character education advocates are clear
about the need for character education to include sex education that
promotes abstinence . Lickona (1991) argues that adults who teach the
importance of responsibility through character education cannot con-
done irresponsible behavior through "safe-sex" education . Adults must
send a consistent message through sex education that sex among teen-
agers is irresponsible . Social studies teacher educators, however, ap-
pear to be very divided in their opinion of abstinence-based sex edu-
cation as a component of character education . Approximately equal
numbers of the respondents agreed as disagreed with the statement
that abstinence-based sex education programs should be included in
character education programs . Some may argue that abstinence-based
sex education is naive and that responsibility may be stressed through
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the careful consideration of pregnancy and disease prevention. Char-
acter education authors are likely to stand on principle regarding this
issue and consensus is unlikely.

Conclusion

The character education movement is strong at this time as evi-
denced by state mandates, school programs, widespread literature,
and the support of national organizations . One such organization,
NCSS, has called for "a renewed effort by social studies educators,
schools, and communities to teach character and civic virtue" (Haynes
et al ., 1997, p . 227) . The need to address character education in teacher
education programs is evident as character development is a complex
task that many teachers do not feel comfortable performing (Lickona,
1993). The aim of this study was to explore the perceptions and prac-
tices of social studies teacher educators regarding character educa-
tion in an effort to reveal the status of character education in social
studies teacher education. The findings of this study are encouraging
for those promoting character education. It is apparent that social stud-
ies teacher educators support many common themes in the character
education literature, favor a broadly conceived scope for character
education, and tend to endorse the need to prepare teachers for their
roles as character educators. Further research is necessary, however,
to identify appropriate and effective means of including character
education in teacher preparation programs . The place of character
education within teacher education is sure to raise many questions .
To what degree is character education a priority in teacher education?
Are social studies curriculum and methods courses the most appro-
priate venue for character education? Should character education be-
come the subject of a separate, required course within teacher educa-
tion? How can teacher educators who are committed to character edu-
cation overcome the potential obstacles described above? Will a con-
ception of character education based on the promotion of civic virtue
serve to mitigate some of the problematic issues surrounding charac-
ter education? Exploring these and other such questions will illumi-
nate avenues for addressing character education in a more deliberate
and effective manner through social studies teacher education . Such a
goal would appear to be a high priority for social studies teacher edu-
cators dedicated to promoting civic virtue.'

Note
' I wish to express my appreciation to John D . Hoge for his support through all

phases of this study. His patience, kindness, and integrity are truly admirable character-
istics .
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Appendix
CHARACTER EDUCATION IN THE SOCIAL STUDIES QUESTIONNAIRE (CESSQ)

1 . There is a moral crisis in society that schools have a responsibility to address .
2 . The school has a responsibility to instill positive character traits in students .
3 . Schools should not be expected to play a role in solving the ills of society.
4 . Moral standards in this country are in rapid decline .
5 . Too many youth today engage in immoral activities .
6 . In order to build strong character, students need virtuous teachers as role models .
7 . Students are unlikely to learn character traits by discussing the moral aspects of his-

torical events .
8 . Some degree of didactic instruction is desirable in a character education program .
9. When necessary, teachers should attempt to change the values of students so that

they more closely reflect certain desirable community values .
10. Teachers must express their indignation at examples of immorality if they hope to

influence the character of students.
11 . Teachers should avoid stating their views on issues of morality.
12 . Teachers need to provide students with opportunities in school to practice good char-

acter.
13. Community service projects are unlikely to have a positive impact on the character

development of students .
14. Shared classroom decision-making activities have enormous potential to provide

students with character-building experiences .
15 . Both teachers and administrators should be responsible for establishing a positive

moral climate in their school .
16. Schools should establish recognition programs to reward students who display good

character.
17. Teaching academic subjects and teaching character are often conflicting tasks .
18. Character education programs should be based upon a community-developed list of

character traits .
19. Character education programs should primarily focus on inculcating community

values .
20. Teaching character traits to students is unlikely to influence their behavior.
21 . Commonly identified character traits, such as respect and responsibility, are euphe-

misms for uncritical deference to authority .
22. Character education programs should require schools to work as partners with par-

ents and the community .
23. There are universal moral values that are worth instilling in children .
24. The term character education should be used in a broad sense to describe all of the

affective goals of a curriculum .
25. Character education should address the effects of consumerism on children .
26. Character education and drug/alcohol prevention efforts should be separate pro

grams .
27. Sex education programs that stress abstinence should be included in any character

education program .
28. Multicultural education should be one aspect of a character education program .
29. The school discipline policy should be separate from any character education pro-

gram.
30. Previous approaches to values and moral education, such as values clarification,

value analysis, and moral development, should be considered character education
approaches .

31 . The creation of a democratic classroom environment should be one goal of any char-
acter education program.

32 . The analysis of social issues should be one aspect of a character education program.
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33. A character education program should address many of the citizenship goals of so-
cial studies education .

34 . It is important to discuss character education with pre-service teachers in social stud-
ies curriculum/methods courses .

35 . There is not enough time in a social studies curriculum/methods course to spend
time discussing character education .

36 . Character education should be discussed in a social studies curriculum/methods
course as one of the goals of social studies education .

37. I would not include character education as a topic if I had to write a syllabus for a
social studies curriculum/methods course .

38. Future social studies teachers enrolled in a curriculum/methods course must con-
sider their role as character educators .
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Theory and Research in Social Education
Volume 28, Number 2, pp. 170-192
© College and University Faculty Assembly
of National Council for the Social Studies

Depoliticizing Multicultural Education :
The Return to Normalcy in a Predominantly
White High School

Anne DiPardo
Bruce Fehn
University of Iowa

Abstract
This article examines how teachers at a predominantly white, middle-class high school
enacted multicultural education in an innovative course called "Cultural Issues ."
Responding to often tacit pressures in their school and community, teachers placed
parameters around the kinds of issues acceptable for examination, de-politicizing the
curriculum and deflecting discussions from matters of oppression and privilege . We
explore some illustrative examples from the course, suggesting that the micro-politi-
cal contexts of school and community shaped curriculum and instruction in impor-
tant but often unacknowledged ways. We argue that before reforms such as
multicultural education can take root, frank attention is needed to the often unspo-
ken influence of contextual norms upon curricular framing and classroom interac-
tion.

It was the last day of an innovative high school course called
"Cultural Issues," team taught by three teachers in a suburban, pre-
dominantly white community that we'll call Riverdale . In lieu of a
final exam, teachers asked students to make brief presentations on
what they had learned over the term-about other cultures, and about
their own cultural frames of reference . The course had focused on
unlearning ethnocentrism, and during this final session students ex-
plained the ways they had become more accepting of difference. "Cul-
ture" was understood here as the deep, taken-for-granted beliefs that
groups enact routinely, a "cultural issue" as a challenge arising when
a foreigner encounters unfamiliar assumptions and practices. Students
frequently sampled foreign cuisine in the course, and open-minded
interest in unfamiliar foods was regarded as a hallmark of fading eth-
nocentrism .

There were unexpected incidents, however, that pushed at the
parameters teachers had established for the course . At this final class
session, for instance, a student whose family had recently immigrated
from India remarked in passing that he had long believed that Ameri-
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cans ate squirrel for Thanksgiving, and was relieved to learn other-
wise. The lead teacher frowned and asked for a show of hands ("how
many of you have eaten squirrel for Thanksgiving?") . Rather than re-
solving the issue, this only provoked a wave of interest. A fellow
teacher, whose origins were poor and rural, remarked that he had an
uncle who used to eat squirrel . The student added with eager disgust
that he'd been told Americans also ate raccoon . "It would be a very
unusual Thanksgiving that people eat squirrel and raccoon," the lead
teacher remarked firmly. Perhaps the pilgrims ate squirrel, an earnest
Euro-American girl offered helpfully . "Ugh," responded the Indian
student. "The idea of eating an animal that eats garbage isn't very
appealing . It's sick!" "What was that?" asked the lead teacher dryly.
"Something ethnocentric? The sound you hear is Nirmal's grade fall-
ing."

Much has been written of late about white educators' tendency
to reduce multicultural education to superficial celebrations of "he-
roes and holidays," a "feasting and festing" approach that leaves out
attention to issues of power and Euro-Americans' complicity in sys-
temic inequities (Lee, Menkart, & Okazawa-Rey, 1998) . At first glance,
this anecdote may seem a strange instance of such "feasting and
festing" run amuck, the teachers' careful attempts to associate accep-
tance of diverse cuisine with intercultural understanding twisted oddly
askew. But we also detect a rare opportunity here-a chance for these
majority white students, many of whom had not traveled much be-
yond Riverdale, to glimpse themselves through the eyes of people far
away. The unasked questions might have been generative : What were
the sources of the assumptions Nirmal relayed here? How is it that
U.S. citizens are sometimes seen in a less-than-flattering light in other
places? How did this encounter with stereotyping make these stu-
dents feel?

This moment raises questions about the teachers' beliefs and
practices as well . Why and how did they step back from this opportu-
nity to reach beyond politically neutral explanations-ethnocentrism
is bad, acceptance good, end of story? Why did the lead teacher de-
flect further consideration of Nirmal's question by saying his grade
would suffer unless he kept his remarks within the course's estab-
lished framework? More broadly, why did the team decide to confine
the course's goals to appreciation of different cultural practices? Why
did they not open the course to touchy matters of discrimination, big-
otry, and negative stereotyping?

Cultural differences in this school and community were en-
tangled with a host of quietly charged issues. This was an affluent
town of big new homes, a place where wealth was a source of pride,
and poor neighborhoods were commonly regarded as places to be
avoided. Although the high school had long enjoyed an elite reputa-
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tion, it had become the subject of decidedly negative publicity the year
before, when a fledgling band of neo-Nazi students distributed hate
literature on campus. "Racist activity at Riverdale High," read the next
day's headlines . "Racial crises are not new to the affluent district," the
article noted, recounting cross-burnings, bigoted graffiti, and grow-
ing tensions . "People don't want to admit that we have a lot of racists
here," one student was quoted as saying ; "I've been called nigger-
lover and things like that," reported another. Administrators main-
tained that only "about a dozen white students" were "loudly racist" ;
meanwhile, several young people came forth to say that "about 100
others" at the high school shared such views, charging that adminis-
trators were "unwilling to face" simmering ethnic conflict . One stu-
dent dismissed the furor as "a pea under a lot of mattresses" ; "a pea
that causes a little trouble," a Native American parent responded, "a
little irritant under your skin, but we need to react when something
bad like this happens ."

We find it significant that this course in Cultural Issues largely
avoided these concerns closer at hand, focusing on "globalism" rather
than "multiculturalism" (Brandt, 1994; Ukpokodu, 1999) . We explore
here the logic and evolution of this focus, arguing that the implemen-
tation of effective multicultural education must acknowledge com-
munity- and school-based obstacles to frank discussion of oppression
and privilege . While recent years have seen the advent of useful cur-
ricular models to guide multicultural education practices, we as yet
know relatively little about the obstacles real teachers encounter as
they attempt to teach about difference . Although a few researchers
(e.g ., Almarza & Fehn, 1998; Merelman, 1993 ; Wills, 1996) have begun
to suggest how school traditions work to undermine effective
multicultural education, we need to know more about the ways that
such initiatives are shaped by particular contexts, with their norms of
leadership and curricular and social traditions . Schools, like other in-
stitutions, also have emotional aspects that can encourage the con-
struction of comfort zones (DiPardo, in press; Evans, 1996 ; Hargreaves,
1997, 1998) . Teachers conduct their professional lives in schools and
classrooms wherein structures and values may constrain multicultural
practices, discouraging exploration of controversial matters .

Initially criticized for responding too slowly to the prior year's
crisis, Riverdale High administrators and teachers had soon swung
into action, putting in place an array of cultural-awareness efforts . A
recurrent theme throughout these efforts was the desire to promote
and safeguard the school's public image, and return to what adminis-
trators and other leaders deemed normalcy. We focus here on how
this normalizing urge played out in Cultural Issues, and how it led to
the development and implementation of a depoliticized curriculum .
Teachers framed the course in ways that would preclude exploration
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of local bigotry, hastily preempting opportunities to examine connec-
tions among racism, homophobia, gender discrimination, and class
privilege . While we offer a critique of such omissions, we wish to
counter the usual tendency to place responsibility on teachers alone,
this by locating the course within the shaping influences of school
and community. Our article explores what was silenced and why, con-
sidering what these silences might suggest to those of us who would
advocate more overtly political approaches to multicultural educa-
tion .

Methods

This study is drawn from a larger project undertaken by DiPardo
focusing on teacher collaboration and processes of school change (1999 ;
2000, in press) . Data were collected at Riverdale High over a four-
month period, encompassing the duration of the Cultural Issues
course; detailed fieldnotes were recorded on a total of 31 class ses-
sions, supplemented with audiotapes and fieldnotes documenting
planning sessions and informal conversations with the three teachers .
DiPardo also conducted interviews with members of the teaching team
(both individually and collectively), with six students, with several
school-, district-, and state-level administrators, with other teachers
at the school, and with the chair of the district's Multicultural Non-
Sexist Committee. She observed a number of school events (e.g., com-
mittee meetings, faculty meetings, school assemblies, in-services, and
presentations at district board meetings) . Finally, she gathered school
and district literature, demographic information from the local public
library, and newspaper articles documenting relevant activities in the
community, district, and high school .

While the present study draws primarily upon fieldnotes from
Cultural Issues class sessions, it is grounded in a contextualized vi-
sion of the course, taking into account its pedagogic and political situ-
ation in a particular moment and place . The central focus of this ar-
ticle-the teachers' desire to safeguard the school's reputation and
return to normalcy-was a recurrent theme throughout the full range
of the school's multicultural awareness efforts . We focus here on how
it was reflected in this new course, providing a few illustrative ex-
amples .

Community, School, & Course

Multicultural Education and Riverdale High
A midwestern suburb, Riverdale is a predominately Euro-Ameri-

can community of around 30,000 residents ; at the time of data collec-
tion, over 98% of its high school's 950 students were white. "It's a
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very definitely middle- to upper-income community," explained the
principal, "a very affluent community that expects a lot of students .
Most parents have aspirations that their kids will go on to four-year
colleges-90% go on to either a two- or a four-year college ." While
these statistics placed Riverdale High in significant contrast to more
diverse, lower-income schools but a few miles away, community mem-
bers did not generally regard such separation as problematic . Although
acts of bigotry had recently come to public attention and scrutiny, teach-
ers and community members responded to questions about the mat-
ter by maintaining that active racism had never been pervasive here .
The school's much-publicized neo-Nazi group was commonly seen
as a tiny and isolated band that had received more than its share of
notoriety; less seldom mentioned were shouted racial slurs at a recent
basketball game, the swastikas that appeared now and then on Jewish
students' lockers, stories of police harassment of African Americans
in the surrounding community, or the habits of homophobia that so
often accompany these other forms of discrimination . But if teachers
downplayed the presence of bigotry, many worried about their town's
relative isolation, and expressed hopes that their students might come
to appreciate diversity as both a challenge and a resource . The staff
had named multicultural/non-sexist education its number one prior-
ity for the school year, and their principal boasted frequently of his
staff's good will and productive work . "The more we talk, the better
we get," he observed at a recent school-board meeting . "We're getting
good at multicultural /non-sexist education ."

His partner in these efforts was Michaela Cummings, an ener-
getic middle-aged teacher who, like her somewhat younger boss, was
a midwestern Euro-American with a strong interest in multicultural
education. It was Michaela who had taken the lead in developing and
implementing the Cultural Issues course two years earlier, an idea
inspired in part by her work as the district's coordinator of
multicultural/global and non-sexist education . In addition to teach-
ing at the high school, she spent abundant time discussing diversity
issues with parents, teachers, and administrators across the district .
She had faced last year's storm with quiet confidence, helping her
principal put in place a series of responsive measures-anti-bigotry
workshops, a multicultural student association, and a new
Multicultural Advisory Council comprised of community leaders,
parents, and teachers (this in addition to the Multicultural/Non-Sex-
ist Committee already required by state law) . The media were invited
to MAC meetings, cameras rolling as people of color expressed con-
cerns about the school's climate and lack of attention to diversity.
Michaela served as informal facilitator, quieting concerns, explaining
district policy, detailing new programs, and talking up the pilot run
of the new Cultural Issues course as evidence that the district had
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long been proactive about multicultural education . Both Michaela and
the principal brushed aside suggestions that the school was "in need"
of further diversity-awareness efforts. It isn't a matter of "need," they
said again and again, but of being even more cutting-edge, of making
their school stronger than ever. "We all know what happened last year,"
Michaela remarked in an MAC meeting. "But we've risen to the chal-
lenge, and become an even greater school ."

The state's equity coordinator, an African American with a strong
commitment to diversity-awareness education, applauded Riverdale
High's response to its recent troubles . "The administration was deter-
mined that they would not stand idly by and just throw up their hands
and shrug their shoulders," he recalled . "They went to work. I think
in terms of what they have done as a district, they've probably done
just about as well as any in terms of getting the things on paper that
need to be there to foster multicultural education." He added, how-
ever, that such efforts could go only so far:

I'm more concerned about the climate in Riverdale proper,
not the school district . The school district has some good
leadership, it has done a number of things to try to mini-
mize bias, hate speech; they've tried to promote
multicultural education, human understanding and those
kinds of things . The problem is I'm not so sure that the
rest of the community is where the school district is . And
as I've said to them, you know, the school has done its
part in terms of trying to turn things around . But what
about the churches in Riverdale? What about the police
department? What about local businesses and the Cham-
ber of Commerce? What about the real estate association?
How can these elements of the community do something
about changing the attitudinal barriers that exist for people
from diverse backgrounds to live there and prosper in
Riverdale? Kids come to school with those biases; they
don't learn them at school, for the most part . So the com-
munity is largely responsible for that . Schools are just re-
flections of communities .

The school was reaching out to the community through efforts
like its new Multicultural Advisory Council, undertakings marked by
a degree of mutual wariness . A senior citizen on the Multicultural/
Non-Sexist Committee could inevitably be counted on to say some-
thing so "extremely bigoted" that Michaela felt she had "no choice
but to respond," choosing her words with deliberate care . Fundamen-
talist Christians were well represented on both the MCNS and the
new MAC-just to make sure, Michaela remarked dryly, that these
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